Abstract: Consumers are increasingly challenging better performance from companies, and these demands are being met through improvements in technology and fl exibility of services. As a result of recent progresses and developments in electronic marketing, the physical locations of brick and mortar businesses have become less signifi cant since transactions can now be accomplished in cyberspace. In this paper, consumer attitudes towards online transactions for the airline industry are examined. Despite the growing acceptance of alternative delivery channels, the travel agencies remain an essential part of the customer-airline company. It can be argued that the travel agencies not only represent an opportunity for implementing costumer relationship, but they also remain an important point of contact for sales, service, and consultative interactions. Data has been analyzed using factor analysis technique. The study presents a broad picture of the level of preference of airline customers among the available distribution channels and sheds light on how airline companies should allocate resources among the different channels. The empirical study fi ndings indicate that online transactions for the airline industry will gain in importance and its use will accelerate at a faster rate in the coming years.
Introduction
Since 1995, the Internet has become the way of life for millions of people worldwide. Accordingly, the number of regular internet users became 130.6 million at the end of 1999. The industry analysts have estimated that the number of Internet users will be increased one million every month. With this rate of increase, there are now almost 2 billion Internet users in 2010, and the Internet has provided consumers more control in accessing information on products and services (Law and Leung, 2000; and internetworldstats.com, 2010) . The reasons of this worldwide acceptance of the Internet are its benefi ts to its users. It can be used 24/7/365 times within a year, it offers lower prices and a large variety of goods and services, it is an effective way of communication, it is used for online banking and college education, product searching and online training/ seminars, and researching and buying on line (Besette, 2010) . In addition, another study using multiple regression analysis showed evidence that security/privacy, word of mouth, good online experience, quality of information, and brand reputation are signifi cant elements affecting online brand trust in the airline industry in Malaysia .
However, the use of the Internet as an airline ticket purchase channel is not fully developed, because consumers use the Internet for research of airlines and airfare not for purchase of tickets as like many other product and service categories. Consumers pull for online content -they decide when, where, what, and how much commercial content they wish to view. Accordingly, the Internet allows consumers to reach a large variety of products and services from companies around the world. (Ko et al 2004 and Lim et al, 2010) . A study (Manzona and Valpuesta, 2009) demonstrated that the profi le of passengers who are more likely to make their bookings online is that of a young person between 15-30 years of age, more likely to be female, a students with high academic level, an habitual traveler, who is booking a trip that is not very complex or is to a destination that is already known. On the other hand, male internet users are 50-65 years old, on a business or short trip and requiring the services of a travel agency. In addition, Lee and Cheng (2010) discover that there is no signifi cant difference between online and offl ine agencies in terms of total customer satisfaction; however, online agencies offer lower prices and faster service leading to switching from offl ine to online travel agencies.
Similar to all online purchases, airline ticket purchase is not immune to taking risk. Therefore, studies suggest that the most appropriate and effective way of minimizing online risk is through establishing trust (Kolsaker, Lee-Kelly and Choy, 2004) . Accordingly, Ruiz-Mafe et al. (2009) identifi ed risk dimensions as performance risk that includes the consumers' fear that products and services acquired may not meet their expectations. Psychological risk means fear of loss of self esteem due to wrong choice of product/service. Time risk is wasting time associated with online ticket purchase. Social risk relates to an unacceptable choice that it is considered embarrassing. Privacy risk is personal information that may be shared with others without the person's knowledge. Another study (Kim, Qu and Kim, 2009 ) stated that security risk is the most important predictor of the overall risk regarding the online purchase of air tickets. On the other hand, non-purchasers perceived a higher risk than online purchasers in terms of performance, security, fi nancial, psychological, and time risks.
The travel industry was stricken during the recession as consumers and business travelers scaled back spending. Because of the diminishing waning revenue, airlines started to cut capacity and costs and charged customers for everything from beverages to checked luggage. With little left to slash, the airlines have been looking at their distribution-system costs as the next big frontier in terms of cutting expenses (Tibken, 2010) . In recent years, airline companies have increasingly adopted internet-based systems to conduct traveling operations with other businesses, private consumers, and government departments/agencies. The airline industry is continuously enhancing and expanding services on the internet, including fl ight booking, payment options, electronic check-in, track ing of ticket prices and lost items, fl ight schedules, monitoring transaction history, customers' loyalty programs etc. One study in the Spanish Airline market showed that those more likely of making purchases by phone were male, middle-aged, on a business or short trip, and usually using a travel agency. Finally, passengers who are over 65 years of age, with a lower academic level, who use a travel agency and are going to make a more complicated journey, are more likely to purchase their tickets through traditional channels (Manzano and Valpuesta, 2009) . Additionally, more hybrid travel arrangements will increase the attractiveness of the Internet across more diverse population strata. The results also show signifi cant differences in the selection criteria of airline companies' online customers and traditional customers. This empirical study also offers important policy suggestions to current airline company managers in the study area. The customer survey also showed that customer channel preferences are different from actual usage rates.
Research questions and purpose of the study
A growing number of consumers recognize that online functions save time, and on the other hand airline industry believes that the Internet ties their best customers more closely to their organization. On the other hand despite the efforts of airline companies towards getting consumers to take advantage of Internet purchases, the travel agencies remain an essential part of the customer-airline interaction. It can be argued that the travel agencies not only represent an opportunity for implementing customer relationship, but it also remains an important point of contact for sales, service, and consultative interactions. Consumers are increasingly challenging better performance from companies, and these demands are being met through improvements in technology and fl exibility of services. Since the Internet usage has been growing in recent years, research opportunities on online and offl ine purchasing behaviors have become more important. Therefore, offl ine and online purchasing experiences have been studied and researchers have tried to identify differences regarding those two groups of consumers (Hamilton and Thompson, 2007; Ko, et al., 2004; Zhang, 2006; Wang, 2009) . As a result of recent progresses and developments in electronic marketing, the physical location of several companies has become less signifi cant since transactions can now be accomplished in cyberspace. Internet has provided consumers more control in accessing information on products and services. Consumers pull for online content -they decide when, where, what, and how much commercial content they wish to view.
The Internet allows consumers to reach a large variety of products and services from companies around the world (Ko et al., 2004; Lim et al., 2010) . The travel industry was stricken during the recession as consumers and business travelers scaled back spending. Because of the diminishing waning revenue, airlines started to cut capacity and costs and charged customers for everything from beverages to checked luggage. With little left to slash, the airlines have been looking at their distributionsystems in order to cut expenses (Tibken, 2010) . In recent years, airline companies have increasingly adopted internet-based systems to conduct traveling operations with other businesses, private consumers, and government departments/agencies. The airline industry is continuously enhancing and expanding services on the internet, including fl ight booking, payment options, electronic check-in, tracking of ticket prices and lost items, fl ight schedules, monitoring transaction history, costumers' loyalty programs etc.
Methodology

Data Collection
The data for this study was collected through self-administered questionnaires that were administrated in rural parts of Western Pennsylvania (Beaver, Allegheny, and Butler counties). Stratifi ed sampling with proportional allocation was used for sampling. The data was collected through a drop-off and pick-up method among a sample of 300 Beaver, Allegheny and Butler county residents. The dropoff/pick-up is a data-gathering technique that includes the advantages of both personal interviews and self-administered questionnaires Imperia et al 1985) . Interviews were conducted by marketing research students under the supervision of one of the researchers in each locality. Respondents were randomly contacted by telephone at their workplace or their home and asked if they wanted to participate to this study. For those who agreed to participate, a questionnaire was delivered to their given address, and they were asked to complete the questionnaire at their most convenient time. Arrangements were then made to pick up the completed questionnaires at a specifi ed time, generally ten days later. The survey instrument was left at each pre-selected household, and approximately 10 days later the surveys were personally retrieved by the selected students of Beaver campus of Pennsylvania State University. A total of 325 questionnaires were retrieved, but, only 319 usable questionnaires were attained due to incompleteness and other survey operations problems.
Measurement Development and Questionnaire Design
A variety of dependent and independent constructs and measures have been employed to iden-tify the drivers of online ticket attitudes. There is no recognized design that can be directly applied to operationalize the constructs of consumer attitudes towards online tickets proposed in this study. The measures used in this study came from a number of different sources. Some items of the constructs were developed by the researchers, while some were adopted or modifi ed from previous researches. (Table 1).
The questionnaires were divided into four parts. The fi rst part deals with general usage patterns of the Internet and examines how frequent respondents use the Internet in a week and the amount of online tickets they buy on the Internet. The independent variables were online ticket perceptions. Each item was formulated as a statement for which the subjects had to indicate the extent of agreement on a 7-point scale going from (1) strongly disagree to (7) strongly agree. The 22 items are listed in Table  1 . In the questionnaire the items were actually randomly ordered. The third part in order to measure online ticket attitude included three questions a) willingness to buy, b) recommendation and c) probability to consider buying online in the future were used with a Likert scale from (5) defi nitely willing to buy, recommend, will buy in the future to (1) definitely not willing to buy, not recommend and not buy in the future. Final part includes a number of demographic information of the respondents.
Findings
Demographic Characteristics of Respondents and Online Ticket Purchase
The data set consists of 136 online tickets purchasers (47.4 %) and 151 traditional travel agency purchasers (52.6 %). The demographic and socioeconomic profi le of the respondents is presented in Table 2 .
To assess the statistical signifi cance of differences in demographics and online ticket usage cross tabulation and a Chi-square test of association were performed. A close examination of the profi le depicts that while online ticket customer and travel agency customers showed statistically signifi cant differences in demographic characteristics. Online ticket users were mostly male, high income earners consisted of younger age groups, held more professional, and trade related types of jobs, craftsman, students and unemployed.
The sample consisted of about 49.5 male and 50.5 female bank customers. Online ticket web service female users are 38.6 % of the total female sample while 56.3% of male respondents are online ticket users. The ratios for nonusers related to gender are 61.4% female versus 43.7% of males. About 51.7% of 25 years and younger group were online ticket users, online ticket users have the highest ratio 57.3 % of the 26-45 year group, between 45-65 years old group account (47.7%) for online ticket practices while over 65 years old group have the lowest usage rate (12.5 %). Online ticket users comprised 53.6% of university graduates, while the ratios are 60.9% for vocational schools, 44.6% for high schools, 55.6 for secondary school and %16 for primary schools. With regard to occupation, 55.4 % of professionals were using online banking. All other occupation distributed between online banking users and nonusers can be found on Table 2 .
Additionally, the time spent on the internet was also investigated. There were statistically signifi cant differences between online ticket users and non-users on internet usage.
Factors Affecting Online Ticket Purchase
Using the `factor analysis' module in SPSS, the "factors affecting online ticketing/travel agency 2. Generally online reservation and purchasing looks easy to navigate through 3. My expected failure of service performance if I buy service from the airline website is high Shim et. al (2009) 3. I always find online ticket purchase have more options than travel agencies 4. I do not think it is safe to buy service from the airline website 4. I prefer travel agencies to buy tickets because of easiness of purchase (R) 5. I feel the risk associated with buying from this airline website is high Involvement Involvement 6. I feel that online purchases are risky because they may lead to financial loss for me 1. I am somewhat of an expert when it comes to finding cheapest fares Adapted from (Kara et purchasing behaviors" were analyzed. The principal components' method for initial factor extraction with the criterion Eigenvalue greater than 1 and Varimax method of rotation was applied. Sample size is an element that can affect the adequacy of the factor models. It has been suggested (Hayes, 1992 ) that the sample size should equal at least 10 times the number of variables; for large numbers of variables the proportion is decreased to fi ve. In similar studies samples of size approximately 200 were chosen (Parasuraman et al., 1988) . Sample size for this survey was 287 as it is mentioned above. All the items were fi rst factor analyzed. Rotated factor loadings were examined assuming different numbers of factors for extraction. As this was based on student data only, the adequacy of the sample size was questionable; the results showed no interpretable grouping of items. Deleting 4 different statements; convenience2, familiarity3, 4 and involvement4 all the online ticketing/travel agency purchasing responses could be incorporated into the analysis. This was carried out. The results showed considerable improvement over the previous attempt as some meaningful patterns emerged and it has been found that there are seven different factors related to the online ticketing/travel agency purchasing behavior; perceived risk, security/privacy, price perception, variety of selection, involvement, familiarity and convenience. Table 3 depicts the sorted rotated factor loadings for the items based on seven-factor extraction. The total fi gure of 73.93% represents the percentage of variance of all 27 items explained by the seven factors. In this study, the internal consistency (Cronbach's α) for the 27-itemscale was .91. The Cronbach's α coeffi cients for the positive and negative items of the indecisiveness scale were .83 and .86 respectively. To test the appropriateness of factor analysis, the Kaiser- The associations between willingness to buy online tickets, recommending buying tickets online, intention to buy in the future and factor effecting consumer behavior were tested by regression analysis. The results are analyzed to show that factors affecting buying behavior online contribute signifi cantly and predict 0.849, 0.816 and 0.907 of the variation in willingness to buy online tickets, recommending buying tickets online, and intention to buy in the future respectively. We also examined the ANOVA values for the regression model in Table  2 . All predictors except perceived risk and familiarity for willingness to buy, convenience, involvement and variety of selection for recommendation and perceived risk for intention to buy in the future have signifi cant impact on online shopping.
another, to examine the attitudes and characteristics of customers of this new market segment. Online ticketing is offered by all airline companies. In this paper, consumer attitudes towards online purchasing for the airline industry are examined. Furthermore the purpose of this study is to examine the online ticket purchase behavior by using a conceptual model, which incorporates various factors (such as price perception, convenience, security/brand, perceived risk, involvement, familiarity, variety of selection) that assumed to infl uence the online ticket purchase behavior. A research model based on the above literature review of different factors related with the online purchase attitude is presented in Figure 1 . As you can follow in Figure 1 the consequences of consumer attitude to an online tickets site is illustrated in this model. A variety of factors that might affect a consumer's overall trust are listed under fi ve major sources of trust. Additionally, the mentioned factors affect the intention, willingness and recommendation of online ticket patronage. 
Conclusions and discussions
Recognizing the enormous rise in the number of customers, who are buying airline tickets online during recent years, a number of airline companies are seeking to shift even more people to online ticketing. Airline companies are forced, in one way or Regarding demographic differences in online/offl ine shopping preferences, our study results show consistency with those reported by Swinyard and Smith (2003) . This research confi rmed no relationship between willingness to buy airline tickets online and familiarity and perceived risk. It should be also noted that there was no evidence of relationship between recommendation of buying airline tickets online and convenience, involvement and variety of selection.
This study presents us with a broad picture of level of preference of airline customers among the available distribution channels and sheds light on how airline companies should allocate resources among the different channels. The empirical study fi ndings indicate that online transactions for airline industry will gain in importance and its use will accelerate at a faster rate in the coming years. As well, more hybrid travel arrangements will grow attractiveness across diverse population strata. The results also show signifi cant differences in the selection criteria of airline companies' online customer and traditional customers. This empirical study also offers important policy suggestions to current airline company managers in the study area. The customer survey also showed that customer channel preferences are different from actual usage rates. An outline of online airline ticketing identifi ed seven factors; perceived risk, security/privacy, price perception, variety of selection, involvement, familiarity and convenience.
The limitation in terms of location (Western Pennsylvania) and respondent profi le may have affected the outcomes. Upcoming research might also look at conducting studies simultaneously in different countries, with more attention given to cultural differences and environmental factors.
